Despite the size, economic importance and interest value of the tourism industry with its multifaceted nature, there is a dearth of brandingrelated research on the sector. Taking a qualitative approach (based on interviews and focus groups), this paper explores the role and signi®-cance of brands in the UK air tour operating market, with the focus on the process of consumer choice and decision making. Its aim is to extend the scope of existing research and pave the way for further study in this important and underaddressed area. The paper argues that the special characteristics of the tour operating industry add an extra dimension to any marketing strategy involving the building of a strong, identi®able brand. After contextualising branding by brie¯y reviewing its development, general application, and its emotional and symbolic associations, it looks at some speci®c characteristics of the inclusive air tour within the framework of the consumer`holiday experience'. The paper concludes that Ð despite their clear recognition of branding as a potent marketing weapon Ð UK tour operators are currently failing to build a meaningful and lasting brand-based relationship with their customers.
INTRODUCTION
During the latter part of this century, brands have permeated virtually all facets of everyday life Ð indeed, Lury claims that branding is one of the most important phenomena of the 20th century. 1 There is undoubtedly a widespread recognition that the branding of organisations, goods and services is a most successful marketing initiative, and a key asset of many organisations, reportedly increasing gross pro®ts by up to 50 per cent. 2 Branding has developed into both a valuable equity and a sophisticated science 3 and is a marketing strategy that, while not always fully understood, permeates daily life to a greater or lesser degree on a global scale. Although the various aspects of branding continue to be the subject of many academic studies, the majority of brand literature and academic research focuses on consumer goods (fmcg) and grocery products. The dearth of research focusing on travel and tourism is of concern to practitioners, academics and educators alike, yet, as Morgan and Pritchard 4 point out, there is as yet very little empirical research that explores the application of branding to tourism products.
The tourism industry is a huge, diverse, complex and vitally important industry, and it is generally accepted that it possesses certain special characteristics. As a service it has a combination of intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability and perishability, 5 and, as discussed below, these facets have important implications for the formulation of any marketing strategy. The question therefore arises as to whether the general concept of branding applies in the same way to tourism products as it does to, for example, grocery products or consumer durables. Although there is some discussion and research on branding in relation to tourism, 6 it is mainly limited to the areas of destinations and hotels. 7 Similarly, while there is some literature on consumer decision making in tourism, it has tended to take a very general approach based on established consumer behaviour descriptions. 8 As yet, there is nothing that focuses speci®cally on the role of branding in package holiday choice.
This paper is an exploratory study based on preliminary research. Nonetheless, it aims to extend the scope of existing work by exploring the role and signi®cance of brands in the UK air tour operating market, while establishing a basis and a route for further research. It begins by establishing the nature and some of the speci®c characteristics of the air tour operating industry. Following this, it contextualises the branding concept with a brief discussion of the development of branding, its emotional and symbolic associations, and its general application from both the organisational and the consumer perspective. It then examines the nature of the inclusive air tour, taking a holistic view of the consumer's holiday experience and the role of brands in this experience. Taking the consumer's perspective, it adopts a qualitative approach, using focus groups and interviews to explore the signi®cance of tour operator brands in consumer holiday choice, with the main focus being on brand awareness and brand loyalty.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE BRAND CONCEPT Throughout history, identi®cation marks and symbols have been branded on pottery, works of art, buildings and even people Ð according to Lury the Romans branded a make of oil lamp some 2,000 years ago. 9 It could, perhaps, be argued that the basic notion of branding for identi®cation purposes is a human tradition, with people psychologically predisposed to accept the concept of branding in modern marketing terms. Room 10 and Corrigan 11 suggest that modern marketing and branding techniques began during the 18th century with the use of advertising to promote goods as social status indicators Ð as discussed below, this association is still highly signi®cant for brands today. 12 Fill argues that brands are developed to help both the consumer, in terms of decision making, and the organisation, as a vital part of the marketing effort. 13 The next two sections of the paper, therefore, examine brands from both these perspectives.
The marketing value of branding Today, although the earlier, basic de®nitions of a brand as a means of identi®cation and differentiation through a recognisable name, term, symbol or design 14 still apply, it is increasingly acknowledged that the value of brands is both rational and emotional. 15 For organisations, the value of a successful brand lies in its potential to reduce substitutability, to create a barrier for new entrants, and (as is being increasingly acknowledged), as a ®nan-cial asset. Within the consumer goods sector, there is increasing focus on the measurable ®nancial value of`brand equity'. This has been de®ned as`the value of a brand beyond the physical assets associated with its manufacture or provision'. 16 The fact that brand equity is included on balance sheets as intangible assets by an increasing number of global organisations, 17 and their readiness to pay signi®cant sums of money to acquire established brand names 18 is undoubtedly contributing to the increasing acceptance of branding as a key marketing construct in its own right. 19 This study is concerned with the dif®cult-to-evaluate, intangible,`soft' issues, such as emotional attachment and commitment, which are increasingly becoming the focus of marketers' attention. Since the 1980s there has been growing recognition of the role of brand loyalty and customer retention through the formation of`consumer-brand bonds' 20 in securing higher pro®ts, and academics and practitioners alike are united in recognising that`the holy grail' for marketers today is customer loyalty. 21 Research has revealed that consumers use brand loyalty as a way of averting perceived risk during the purchase decision, 22 and Statt argues that it is the psychological relationship between buyer and product that is important, rather than speci®c guarantees. 23 Writers are in agreement that loyalty does not just`happen', it takes time to build a brand that engenders loyalty, and constant attention and effort to maintain this loyalty. Thus, Elliott and Wattanasuwan 24 suggest that trust in a brand evolves from the delivery of consistent bene®ts over time and Fournier argues that the true meaning of the term`loyalty' has become diluted of late Ð she de®nes it as`a long-term, committed and affect-laden partnership'. 25 With speci®c reference to service providers, Bendapudi and Berry state that loyalty is absolutely critical and that certain variables within a dynamic and constantly changing service environment, such as customer/provider relationships, are likely to lead to the development and maintenance of loyalty. 26 In general, there is increased marketing orientation towards emphasis on differentiation through loyalty and the emotional appeal of brands, rather than through discernible tangible bene®ts. As Lury says,`it is our perceptions Ð our beliefs and our feelings about a brand that are most important'. 27 Recent research has shown that traditional brands that are concentrating oǹ hard' values, such as function, features and attributes, are losing ground to those which have recognised that`soft' values are more likely to engender emotional attachments and promote involvement and loyalty. 28 However, as Hallberg argues, mere emotion is not enough, the key is to develop a strong brand which holds some unique associations in the mind of the consumer Ð`while emotion has always been an important component of branding, emotion in the absence of a point of difference that can be articulated and ®rmly seated in the memory is arguably a recipe for consumer confusion'. 29 To consider a fmcg industry example, Unilever is a multinational organisation whose success in branding has led to its acknowledgement as one of the`masters of branding' in business circles. 30 Its range covers a whole gamut of branded products Ð from habitual purchases such as household cleaning products (with tangible,`hard', measurable and comparable qualities) to beauty products and perfumes which are completely emotional purchases, with no rational bene®ts. For the latter, the brand associations are absolutely vital, with total reliance on the brand and its associations to encapsulate and communicate the intangible and emotional elements. Unilever's CKOne fragrance is ranked as one of the best-selling fragrances worldwide Ð success gained wholly by the communication of intangible elements through successful marketing, in which strong, identi®able brand image is fundamental. However, although the purchase of an overseas holiday could be said to include many emotional considerations, and, similar to a fragrance, there is a virtual absence of tangible, rational bene®ts, there is little similarity in terms of brand strategy. Whereas with a fragrance the emphasis is on building a unique brand personality and image, there is little evidence of effort towards brand image building, or focus on social, psychological and emotional elements by the majority of mainstream overseas UK air tour operators.
Branding and the consumer perspective Central to the study discussed in this paper is the process of consumer choice and decision making. Giddens argues that consumer choice is a main part of the`project of selfcreation' and a fundamental component of day-to-day activity. 31 As previously mentioned, branding is considered to aid the consumer by simplifying the decision-making process through the elimination of alternatives. Engel et al. argue that in today's world, many people are too time-constrained to engage in`extended problem solving' Ð having neither the resources nor the motivation, they instead take a more limited or habitual approach. 32 Fill supports this view of the role of brands in the process, stating that in this cognitive approach, brands communicate attributes which enable the consumer to make a speedier choice with minimal risk Ð that is through assurance of consistency, quality and sometimes value for money. 33 By contrast, however, de Chernatony and McDonald's model of`dissonance reduction' buying behaviour offers an alternative view of consumer decision making and could be applicable in package holiday purchases. 34 This is described as a situation where there is a relatively high level of involvement with the purchase but, because the consumer perceives only minor differences between brands, the decision is based on other factors such as word of mouth recommendation or advice from sales personnel, rather than any ®rm brand beliefs. As discussed more fully below, purchase evaluation takes place afterwards, usually on the basis of experience of the brand. Applying this to package holidays (where there is virtually nothing tangible at the time of purchase), evaluation is delayed until the experience of the simultaneous production and consumption of the holiday. By this time, the consumer may have selectively chosen positive information from other sources such as advertising to support the choice and reduce any mental uncertainty. This is also likely to have increased expectations, leading to disappointment and disillusionment with the brand if these are not ful®lled.
There is some evidence to suggest that consumers' brand attitudes are shifting and that they no longer feel the same brand commitment. 35 Hallberg argues that this change is manifested through increasing individualism and may result in`brand hostility', 36 a view supported by Yiannis and Lang's exploration of consumerism and choice which revealed an emerging`brand sceptism'. 37 Lury goes so far as to claim that the brand awareness and literacy of consumers now exceeds that of marketing professionals. 38 Improvements in communication are leading to wider knowledge and awareness, and certainly tourism research has shown that consumers are becoming increasingly discriminating, con®dent and sophisticated. 39 In respect of the tour operating industry, consumer con®dence and sophisti-cation is underlined by trends which bear testimony to an increasing proclivity to exercise choice. These include trends towards late booking and bargain hunting (both with implications for price sensitivity); independent booking (driven by emerging technology); willingness to complain (fuelled by television consumer programmes); and the search for`exotic' destinations.
It is also important to mention the symbolic bene®ts associated with brands. Both historical 40 and contemporary 41 evidence support the arguments of Verblen, 42 Featherstone 43 and Corrigan 44 that via the impartment of`psychic bene®ts' brands have become differentiators and indicators of status, and offer a means of self-expression. 45 While Elliott and Wattanasuwan 46 and Levy 47 argue that all products may, either consciously or subconsciously, carry a symbolic meaning both for their owners and for others, for some particularly visible`badge' products (such as sportswear, fragrances and cars), the role of the brand is more apparent. Statt uses the term`conspicuous consumption' in his argument that the attractiveness lies in the perceived exclusivity of the product, combined with the opportunity to exhibit visual purchasing power. 48 However, while an overseas holiday is often a relatively expensive, high-involvement purchase, the question arises as to whether it quali®es as à badge product'. During the 1960s and early 70s, during the early stages of`mass' travel, a deep suntan provided the visible`badge' evidence. Today, much of the status symbolism attached to taking an overseas holiday has diminished with the availability of cheap' overseas travel. If this is one bene®t that is perhaps denied to marketers and consumers alike Ð how then can one be conspicuous in the consumption of a package holiday?
THE NATURE OF THE INCLUSIVE TOUR OPERATING INDUSTRY
A consumer durable or a fast-moving consumer good, although increasingly containing a`soft' service element, is primarily a tangible commodity where production is tightly controlled, and which can be felt, tested and seen before purchase, used and appraised afterwards, and if necessary, repaired or replaced if faulty. Inclusive air tours, and indeed, tourism products in general, are a complex and dynamic amalgam of various components: some`hard' tangiblè good' elements combined with a high proportion of`soft' Ð intangible, subjective and service Ð elements. The parent company exercises varying degrees of control over these components, which are often branded in their own right. From a consumer's point of view, the hard, tangible elements of an inclusive air tour include, for example, the brochure, price, aircraft seat, hotel room and destination, and the soft intangible elements include expectations, quality, attitudes, emotions and symbols Ð all packaged into à holiday experience' which by its very nature is intangible. Therefore, it is the experience in its entirety which is important, as Ryan argues, as there is nothing remaining afterwards except memories evoked by souvenirs and photographs Ð memories which are stimulated by anticipation of the next holiday experience. 49 Despite the increase in late-booking trends, for many consumers this holiday experience begins some months before the actual consumption of the product, and could be divided into three stages Ð preconsumption, consumption and post-consumption. Using the loose framework of Mathieson and Wall's sequential model of consumer decision making, the`pre-consumption' stage encompasses a`felt need or travel desire' through information and evaluation, travel decision, purchase and travel preparation stages. 50 Driven by advertising's raising of awareness and desire, here, the main soft elements would be anticipation and expectation, with the main hard element being the brochure and other advertising material, which as previously mentioned is also used to reinforce the choice and eliminate doubts. 51 The consumption stage Ð travel preparation and travel experience' Ð could be said to begin with the journey to the airport, through the actual holiday, and include the return journey. 52 Evaluation encompasses the whole experience and is ongoing throughout. At this stage it is in¯uenced by factors such as aircraft punctuality, destination, accommodation, weather and service Ð all of which are evaluated against the consumer's expectations. At the post-consumption stage, as previously mentioned, the consumer is left with largely intangible, emotional elements Ð memories, photographs and souvenirs of the experience.`Travel satisfaction evaluation' takes place now Ð appraisal and reappraisal of the entire experience Ð which, as Mathieson and Wall state, has a strong in¯uence on subsequent travel decisions Ð allegiance to the brand manifesting in brand loyalty, repeat purchase and recommendation to friends, relatives and colleagues. 53 It is the predominance of the soft intangible characteristics that adds the extra dimension to any marketing strategy involving the building of a strong, identi®able air tour brand Ð these dif®cult-to-evaluate, standardise and control characteristics have the potential to affect consumer experience and brand associations. Additionally, despite the fact that, due to vertical integration, some of the various components of the`experience' may be owned by the same organisation, they are often branded in their own right Ð an operator uses a branded retail agency, airline, or a branded hotel chain. However, if (as both research and industry experience suggest) the strength of a brand lies in its relationship with the consumer, then in order to reinforce that relationship the brand needs to be associated with all elements of the experience Ð including the symbols and images communicated in the advertising; the information search and booking process; the holiday itself; and the return journey Ð remaining in the mind of the consumer during the appraisal stage. 54 Recent reports indicate a failure to engender customer loyalty to brands in the tour operating industry, suggesting that, although product recognition is high, there is little loyalty. 55 Speaking for the industry, Rogers suggests that this is partly due to the industry practice of price cutting, and indeed, is hardly surprising in an industry well known for its price competitiveness. 56 The perishability of the product necessitates surplus capacity being sold off at heavily discounted prices, and with increasing numbers of consumers now well practised in the art of lastminute bargain hunting, the price-led nature of the product seems dif®cult to escape. However, perhaps more signi®cantly, there is also the issue of product parity Ð companies offer the same destinations, very often using the same accommodation, the samē ights and, on occasion, the same transfer transportation. Within the inclusive air tour market consumers are spoilt for choice, and there are few barriers to imitation by competitors.
It could be argued that in this scenario Ð where the similarity between brands means that the distinctiveness of any single brand is blurred Ð the communication of added values such as security, consistency, dependability, and even status symbolism, via identi®able brand image, are of prime impor-tance. 57 Brown argues that successful branding reduces and simpli®es the decisionmaking process by eliminating the consideration of alternatives. 58 While this may be the case for other types of purchase, the current strategy of some major UK tour operators is to¯ood the market with sub-brands in the form of increasingly focused targeting, in an apparent attempt to provide differentiation when, in reality, none exists. Rather than reinforcing brand image (and simplifying decision making) the resulting proliferation of very similar brands could lead to consumer confusion and discourage customer loyalty. Moreover, as discussed above, it can also be argued that certain necessary variables (and in particular the psychological bond between customer and provider) are missing Ð that is, there is an absence of emotional attachment to any particular brand.
THE UK INCLUSIVE AIR TOUR OPERATING MARKET
As early as 1841 Thomas Cook could be credited with developing the ®rst branded tour operation within the UK. 59 Since then, inclusive tour operating has expanded and developed into a major and multifaceted industry, comprised of hundreds of diverse operators and dominated by a few major, vertically integrated companies. Currently, the UK industry is undergoing a transformation Ð there have been more changes during the previous 12 months than in the preceding decade, changes which are taking place almost on a daily basis Ð the industry is now characterised by globalisation, consolidation and vertical integration. A major catalyst for these changes was the recent Monopolies and Mergers Commission ruling in favour of the tour operators on the issue of restriction of consumer choice through vertical integration. This ruling paved the way for a massive, ongoing programme of consolidation through acquisition and merger by the major players in the industry. This paper uses information that was current at the time of writing in early 1999 Ð however, consideration should be given to the dynamic market situation. 60 All these operators are heavily integrated Ð linked both horizontally across the various holiday types and vertically, through transport via their charter airlines, to retail distribution via their travel agencies, and accommodation via cruise ships, timeshares and holiday cottages. Additionally, this spread is increasingly European and (in some cases) worldwide, the most recent move into the international arena being the acquisition of Polish operators by both Thomson and Airtours.
Between them, the four biggest operators cover virtually the whole gamut of mainstream and specialist package holidays Ð direct booking; short/long haul; short break; all inclusive; cruises; winter sports; holiday cottages; and Ð increasingly Ð timeshare. By relentlessly pursuing this programme of growth and consolidation through acquisition of operators, airlines and retail miniples, these four organisations have reached a position of overall market dominance. Consolidation could be termed`survival of the ®ttest' Ð and certainly the current situation is heading towards an oligopoly. The implication is that with too few players in control there will be less price competition Ð a virtual cartel headed by these large, vertically integrated, international groups and consortia. Given this scenario, it is likely that there will be less price competition, and that the focus will shift from price competition to brand competition. However, due to the market's very nature, it is extremely dif®cult to develop a`new product', and the real differences between products are minimal. In such a situation, as Hallberg 61 argues, there is little to distinguish between brands, and, as research has shown, the value of the brand exists in the mind of the consumer. 62 Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, all the operators are following a similar strategy of re®ned segmentation, the consequence of which is a market¯ooded with a proliferation of branded and sub-branded products Ð a scatter-gun approach that seems to add to consumer confusion, rather than reinforcing brand principles.
STUDY METHODOLOGY
A service has been described as`an act, a process and a performance', complex, dynamic and occurring through human interaction. 63 This description can be applied aptly to the inclusive air tour product, which consists of an integration of components, many of which involve the delivery of service, and therefore human and other processes which are outside the control of the brand manager. The research reported here was precursory to a fuller study and therefore exploratory in nature. The aim of the primary research was to gain a preliminary insight into holiday decision considerations, focusing on the awareness and in¯uence of brands in the process, in order to lay the foundation, and provide an indication for the direction of continuing research. As such, it required research methods offerinḡ exibility and a wider, more in-depth understanding of brand perceptions and the decision-making process Ð that is, an exploration of the process by which the consumer selects one composite holiday product over another very similar product.
Qualitative methods were seen as highly suitable, as they offer a variety of methods that are particularly relevant when looking at actions, behaviour, attitudes and perceptions rather than more structured approaches, used when looking at frequency. As Patton and Maxwell suggest, the strength of a qualitative approach is`an understanding of the processes by which phenomena take place'. 64 For this exploratory study, the major advantage was that the methods could be selected and adapted to comply with the research aim, while allowing the opportunity to build on and develop understanding of issues throughout the research project, and not just from the ®nal results. Ryan 65 and Moutinho suggest that the less structured approach will evoke the emotion associated with the topic by bringing hidden stimuli up to the level of conscious awareness', 66 therefore a combination of focus groups and in-depth, semistructured interviews were used.
Although the roots of focus groups are in social science research, 67 they are now widely accepted as a technique in marketing research, particularly in the preliminary and exploratory stages. 68 Fern's description of focus groups as`interactive discussion groups' is apt Ð the basic idea being that, rather than focusing on the reactions of a single person, it is the overall discussions of the group which are of interest. 69 Regarding the question of validity, Yin has stated that the data should be documented so that another person could follow the chain of enquiry through to the report. 70 In this study, in addition to the hard documentation provided as a result of written projective exercises, audio-tapes were used to record all focus groups and interviews as`the use of recorded data serves as a control on the limitations and fallibility of intuition and recollection'. 71 As this was a exploratory study, the aim was to look into attitude, motivations and behaviour, and elicit brand associations, while observing the interaction of group members; the results then being used to help guide and interpret subsequent research.
The research plan comprised ®ve semistructured interviews, which were held prior to two focus groups. The sample criteria for all interviewees and focus group participants was that they had all taken, or were planning, at least one mainstream (ie not group, tailor-made, specialist, independent or niche activity) UK air package holiday during the past three years. At this stage in the study it was deemed appropriate to recruit participants from both genders and from a range of ages and partnership statuses to allow the natural emergence of areas of possible future categorisation. The interviews were designed to generate ideas and provide a focus for the subsequent group sessions. A topic framework based on the research question was devised, and loosely followed, however, the questions were very much`conversations with a purpose', phrased according to the path of the conversation, following its contours rather than rigidly adhering to the topic guide. 72 This allowed other, unconsidered issues to emerge and be pursued, in addition to enhancing the atmosphere of freedom of expression. The participants were from various geographical locations within the UK, and all were on holiday with various mainstream air tour operators. Interviewing holidaymakers in situ on the topic of tour operators proved to be ideal Ð recruitment was not dif®cult and participants were relaxed and willing to respond openly.
Holiday experiences are a topical, subjective and often emotive issue, and the research objectives were also deemed entirely suited to the synergistic and dynamic nature of focus groups. These were used to further the research aim and were framed around ®ndings that emerged during the depth interviews. Two focus group sessions, each comprising six participants, were held in Cardiff. The geographical location was chosen from convenience due to time limitations on the study, rather than for other speci®c reasons. However, Cardiff was considered a good representative market, and, certainly at this stage of the study, geographical diversity was not felt to be important. Indeed, Greenbaum suggests that, unless there is a speci®c reason for choosing diverse locations, focus groups should be limited to as few cities as possible, arguing that it is rare to ®nd differences in attitude between geographical locations. 73 The participants were recruited from local organisations and involved a certain amount of snowballing' Ð that is,`using various contacts to suggest the names of others who might be within the quota constraints, and using second generation contacts to suggest others, etc'. 74 Social class homogeneity was considered important, 75 therefore they were purposively selected 76 from socio-economic groupings B and C1, but were of both genders and varied in age, partnership and family status. This was considered important in the preliminary stages in order to gauge the responses from different categories of consumers, as a guide in the selection of further groups.
Projective techniques were used during the sessions. Based on the Freudian belief that anxiety is easily dealt with if it is externalised and projected on to a third party, projective techniques can play an important role in qualitative marketing research. 77 The use of secondary stimuli inspires an atmosphere of energy and enjoyment within the group, members are stimulated, eased and encouraged to share their thoughts and reactions, thus expediting deeper insight into people's feelings and perceptions. 78 A variety of projective techniques were used, with varying degrees of success. Among the most successful were word association, sentence completion, brand personality, attitudinal scaling and conceptual mapping. Word association was used at the beginning of the sessions, as an`ice-breaker' and as preparation for other techniques. The aim was to discover a range of vocabulary connected with branding, brand attitudes, and salience, awareness and imagery of air tour operators. Sentence completion exercises were utilised in the early stages, to gain insights into broad perceptions of tour operators Ð that is, participants were asked to complete sentences such as`people who take package holidays are looking for . . .', thus projecting their own feelings but dissociating themselves from the answer. 79 Attitude and awareness tasks were also used successfully, however possibly the most revealing and effective technique was brand personality. Introduced towards the end of the sessions, when participants were relaxed within the groups and the discussions were¯owing freely, the participants were asked to think of the major tour operators as personalities, and to describe the type of person they were Ð the way they dressed, behaved, the type of house they lived in, the car they drove, and so on.
Like many research techniques, projective methods are open to criticism; however, while their limitations were recognised, in this instance their suitability in terms of eliciting deeper feelings and thoughts, eliciting brand associations, and avoidance of diplomatic' responses, was considered to override any weaknesses. 80 Although some techniques were more successful than others, the results generated through the general discussions and projective techniques were, on the whole, very revealing and the following section discusses the research ®ndings under the key themes which emerged.
THE ROLE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF UK TOUR OPERATOR BRANDS General brand attitudes
When asked about the importance of brands when making purchases, participants made two main associations Ð risk aversion and quality. There were also indications that buying a known brand simpli®ed the decision-making process. The majority of parti-cipants commented that a known brand gave security (an expected standard, a guarantee) Ð`you have the backing of a large company . . . something to identify with'. It was also an assurance of quality Ð`I quite like Ecco shoes . . . and it takes the strain out of a purchase decision Ð buying a brand', said one participant, whilst another commented: because it's a known brand I feel secure'. These comments indicate that purchase decisions can be quite stressful and time consuming Ð even for low-involvement purchases such as washing powder and shoes, and that branding helps in the process. However, several participants had experienced disappointment when certain branded products failed to meet expectations Ð this resulted in a distrust of brands in general (but with particular reference to fashion items). One participant openly displayed brand hostility, saying`I am very cynical about brands . . . I try very hard to avoid it or prevent it affecting my decision'. Several others mentioned the name or logo as being synonymous with their performance expectations:`logo, image Ð that's what a brand means to me'.
The signi®cance of brands in holiday choice Throughout both the focus groups and the interviews, there were strong indications that, in the mind of the consumer, there is little differentiation between tour operators or between travel agents. Perhaps the most interesting results were the comments that indicated confusion between tour operators and agents, and a complete lack of knowledge about their relationships. Responses to questions about what people expect when they book with a tour operator were similar for focus group and interview participants and included predominantly value for money; convenience Ð`decent quality'; and security Ð`some form of comeback if anything goes wrong'. Overall, tour operator brands emerged as having little signi®cance when making holiday choices Ð as one participant said:`when I hear brand in respect of holidays, I think of uniformity, lack of individuality'. Another commented:`I don't really think it's important at all . . . I don't think of tour operators in terms of brands', while a third said:`the main thing is ®nding the hotel, the tour operator is unimportant'. In terms of choice of main tour operators, the prime considerations were price and destination, and in some cases, a combination of the two was the main decision factor:`the one that's got the holiday we want is the one we'll go for Ð you ®nd that Thomson's, Thomas Cook or Lunn Poly will offer you one price and you go to another travel agent and they'll undercut it . . . we go to three or four travel agents and get the best price. ' It was interesting to note that those who took one main annual holiday tended to book at least three months in advance, with destination and hotel choice being the main factors, whereas those who took two or more holidays tended to book later and price was more important Ð as one respondent commented:`Mine was a late deal so it was just price.' Also signi®cant was the reliance placed on word of mouth recommendations, both in choice of desination and operator: we exchange views with people that we know have had similar holidays Ð that's how your ®nd out about good and bad operators and places worth visiting, even talking to other people on holiday you can ®nd out a lot about how they feel about places, then you go back and look in the brochure'. This endorses the`dissonance reduction' model of brand buying behaviour and the evaluation of the experience discussed above. In addition, it indicates a lack of con®dence in the brands, underlining the need for information, support and con®rma-tion from another source. This also has relevance to other ®ndings, that is, the need for face-to-face contact with a third party Ð usually the travel agent Ð again, for information and reassurance.
Awareness of tour operator brands
There was generally a low awareness of tour operator brands. When asked to name brands of major tour operators, participants were generally only able to name three mainstream operators Ð all mentioned Thomson who were the ®rst to be mentioned in almost all cases. The other most frequently mentioned included Enterprise, Cosmos, Airtours and Thomas Cook.`We only know about three Ð I don't know anything about any of the others and so have no opinions,' said one respondent, whilst another commented: Thomson's, Enterprise, Cosmos, Horizon, Portland . . . I'm really struggling after that!' Thomson appeared to be the standard by which other mainstream operators were measured. They were also perceived by some participants to be superior to the others, although this was for a number of reasons Ð some tangible (such as reliability and breadth of choice) and some less so Ð simply a perception of general superiority. Typical comments were:`I don't know why I felt I should mention Thomson Ð maybe I think they are a little more superior to the others' and`Thomson have the biggest brochure . . . they're a well-known operator, reliable, also because of the breadth of choice. ' The general lack of awareness of tour operator brands was a contributory factor in the confusion and dif®culty experienced by participants during the conceptual mapping exercise. During the ensuing discussion a de®nite hierarchy of brands in terms of quality and price emerged, which was supported by the ®ndings in the brand personality activity. Kuoni, Abercrombie and Kent, Cox and King, Hayes & Jarvis and British Airways were clearly positioned in the premier, high-quality, high-price bracket. There was, however, quite a high level of confusion through lack of awareness and differentiation in the mainstream mid-and low-quality, mid-and low-price brackets. Sun World, Sovereign, Inspirations and Thomas Cook were generally perceived to be in the mid-price, mid-quality range. However, despite some indications of the perceived superiority of Thomson, they were placed with Airtours and Unijet in the low-price, mid-and low-quality range, below Thomas Cook. As one respondent, who was typical, commented:`Kuoni . . . are a very up-market and very expensive brand Ð I would be looking at Thomson's and the cheaper brands. ' While the perceived superiority of Thomson emerged in the brand personality activity, overall there was a signi®cant lack of awareness of any de®nable image of tour operators in general. Interestingly, the two focus groups ascribed virtually identical characteristics to several of the operators, with both groups failing to attribute any characteristics at all to Inspirations. Thomson was perceived by both groups as`middle aged, middle class, male, sensible, boring, well mannered Ð living in a detached house with neat gardens, driving a Rover/Mondeo car and playing golf'. Airtours was perceived as`Essex Man' Ð`¯ashy, wearing branded casual clothes, slightly cheap, male, in his 30s, not highly educated and driving a Ford Escort'. Both groups again described Thomas Cook in similar ways Ð`middle aged, tweed-suited, male, very sensible, well educated and experienced' Ð`similar to Thomson but more experienced'. Unijet was characterised as`cheap, boring [with] no personality' and First Choice was perceived as similar to Airtours, while Cosmos was regarded as being similar to Thomson but living in a¯at, not in a house'.
Brand loyalty and booking
Although a few participants were loyal to brands of certain products, only a relatively small proportion perceived themselves as loyal to particular tour operators. A typical response to the question`Do you feel loyal to any particular tour operator?' was`Sorry, no.' However, other activities and questions did reveal some patterns of loyalty to certain tour operators. When asked which operator they had chosen for their most recent holiday and why, the majority of responses revealed a pattern of repeat booking with the same operators. One said:`Airtours because we had used them before and were generally happy', another,`Thomson because I have used them in the past and had no problems', and a third,`Thomson, we go with Cosmos sometimes, but usually Thomson'. By the participants' own de®nition, however, this repeat purchasing was not brand loyalty but a re¯ection of satisfaction with the product.
The two main booking methods were travel agents and brochures. When asked about other methods, such as Teletext, although some participants had used it, this booking method was generally perceived to be for last-minute bookings, and some distrust was voiced, particularly regarding pricing, as one said:`some of the cheap deals you see on Teletext aren't that cheap . . . you end up paying a lot of extras'. The brochure was mentioned as being important and the main information tool for the majority of participants. Despite the predicted technological wave, the need for face-to-face contact emerged as still being an important factor, in terms of providing a reference point and security. A pattern also emerged regarding trust and loyalty Ð participants felt more loyalty to the travel agent than to the tour operator. This strongly supports the argument of Bendapudi and Berry on the importance of the customer/provider relationship in brand loyalty. 81 It also indicates confusion through a lack of consumer awareness of vertical integration, directional selling practices and the relationships between tour operators and agents.
Status and brand symbolism
In the discussion of brands in general, branded items (fashion goods in particular) were generally agreed to be symbols of status: that's what people are buying, and not the actual product'. The references to the visible indicators of status through the wearing of logos supported the arguments of Statt, 82 Verblen, 83 Corrigan 84 and Featherstone 85 that the attractiveness of brands is in their conspicuous display of buying power. Yet, although holidays are usually expensive purchases, holiday brands were not perceived as being indicators of status. One respondent said:`You can't have a holiday brand that makes a statement Ð if you are wearing a Timberland shirt you have a logo, but where do you wear a holiday brand?' Likewise, another argued:`OK when you are standing in a queue at the airport you have a fancy tag on your suitcase, but who cares?' Similarly: When anyone asks me if I had a good holiday and where I went, I don't tell them which company I went with, it doesn't matter.' Such statements would indicate that the actual destination itself carries more status and kudos than the tour operator.
CONCLUSION
This study was, as stated above, exploratory in nature and the precursor to further research in an area that is, to date, under-addressed. While the sample size was not large enough to provide any de®nitive results, several interesting issues have been highlighted and the study achieved its aim of paving the way for the subsequent planned research. It supports previous studies on branding in general by revealing that, for the consumer, brands are important as indicators of quality, reliability and value, and used as risk reducers in the decision-making process. Consumers do use brands as benchmarks for certain attributes, and even in`low-involvement' and`habitual' purchases such as washing powder, the brand is considered important, and there is a considerable level of emotional attachment. However, in the UK tour operating market there are strong indications that the branding message is failing to reach the consumer, despite the apparent attempts of some operators to build an identi®able brand image and communicate certain bene®ts. Although overseas holidays can be classed as high-involvement purchases, brand of operator was not considered to be signi®cant in the same way as in the purchase of fmcgs. Emotional attachment, and the consumer/provider bond is a vital ingredient in successful branding, and the study revealed an absence of this attachment in package holidays. There was general agreement on the lack of differentiation between tour operators Ð both in terms of product and of personality. Although there was agreement that certain goods were status indicators, branded holidays were not perceived as having high enough visibility to become symbols of conspicuous consumption.
Consumers displayed very little loyalty towards any particular brand; although there was some evidence of repeat booking, in the minds of the consumers this was not considered`loyalty'. Overwhelmingly, other considerations overshadowed brand signi®cance Ð primarily price and destination, with hotel, availability and convenience of departure airport also emerging as signi®cant factors. The general feeling towards tour operators was that the products are all very similar and so are the operators Ð low levels of awareness mirroring low levels of signi®cance. The following comment sums up the general attitude towards tour operator brands:`We don't really care who the holiday is with as long as it is somewhere we want to go at the lowest price Ð all the companies are pretty similar Ð same hotels quite often. ' One of the most interesting ®ndings was the importance of the role and the trust placed in the travel agent, and the study has revealed a strong need for a physical reference point, both for information and for reassurance. Despite a (reportedly) increasing trend towards direct booking Ð forecast to accelerate with developments in the Internet, the World Wide Web and digital television Ð mainstream package holidays are currently primarily sold via high street travel agents, and as the study revealed, this remains the consumer's preferred method. Yet a contributory factor in consumer confusion is the industry ®ction of keeping tour operator and travel agency brands separate. Package holidays are a service Ð or rather an amalgam of various services, packaged and sold as`commodities'. In the light of the recent Monopolies and Mergers Committee report which ruled in favour of the UK industry regarding the issue of restriction of consumer choice through vertical integration, there may well be a case for strengthening the major brands by highlighting the association between tour operators and agents, rather than through the development of yet more sub-brands.
Technology is driving change throughout the tourism industry and global communication surely highlights the need for consolidation, rather than fragmentation. Additional research is planned which will explore several of these areas further, delving more deeply into the role and signi®cance of brands in the package holiday decision process. Particular areas of focus will include the importance of brand loyalty for tour operators and the extent to which consumers perceive themselves to be brand loyal and to exhibit brand loyalty. Emotional attachment and the consumer/ provider relationship are considered particularly relevant in the light of the current speculation over the demise of the travel agent Ð research will therefore focus on the importance and existence of this relationship for the consumer. Conspicuous consumption and brand symbolism are a phenomenon of today's consumer society, and indications are that it will continue unabated well into the next millennium. 86 The success of certain brands depends on the communication of an aspirational and desirable image; however, application of this perceived`bene®t' in holiday choice is dif®cult and further research will explore consumer perceptions of holidays as badge products'. Overall, branding clearly offers a potential competitive advantage for air tour operators, yet the ®ndings of this preliminary study suggest that there is currently little consumer brand awareness and even less brand loyalty in the UK package holiday market.
